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Abstract: The changes occurred in the tourism sector over the past years have 
generated new business ventures and innovative management tools. Moreover, 
the increasing development of cultural tourism reveals the changes in tourists’ 
customs and the growing awareness on behalf of operators about the cultural, 
social and economic relevance of enhancing cultural goods. 
 This paper aims to investigate the synergies between tourism and cultural 
heritage, showing that heritage preservation can lead to tourism innovation. 
This can be achieved if all actors within tourist destinations acquire a systemic 
view in planning and implementing the activities aimed to both enhance 
cultural assets and improve hospitality services. In this way, the co-evolution 
between organisations and environment creates synergies able to produce value 
and sustainability for all stakeholders. 
 The study of the «albergo diffuso» here presented is an example of how the 
requalification of a historical village leads to territorial development and the 
creation of new forms of hospitality. 
Keywords: tourist destination competitiveness; heritage enhancement; 
hospitality innovation; sustainability. 
Reference to this paper should be made as follows: Silvestrelli, P. (2013) 
‘Tourism development through heritage enhancement and hospitality 
innovation’, Int. J. Globalisation and Small Business, Vol. 5, Nos. 1/2,  
pp.20–33. 
Biographical notes: Patrizia Silvestrelli is an Assistant Professor of Business 
Management at University of Macerata, Department of Economics and Law. 
Her research interests mainly lie in the fields of international management and 
tourism development. 
 
1 Introduction 
Tourist destinations have been characterised by significant changes due to the growing 
international competition among countries and locations. Globalisation has certainly 
increased the difficulty in creating attractive tourist areas able to satisfy different needs 
and, therefore, researchers and operators show more interest to the relevance of local 
identity and to those distinctive territorial resources that can represent a source of 
competitive advantage for destinations (Keller, 1996; Pechlaner, 2000). 
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The increasing competition among destinations forces tourist firms to find new ways 
of designing attractive offers, in order to satisfy a wide and heterogeneous tourist 
demand, which varies over time in relation to both tourists’ needs and the cultural 
modifications characterising modern social systems. Hotels, cultural organisations and 
tour operators look for innovative tourist solutions to make a destination attractive and 
give tourists the possibility to live unique and fulfilling experiences. 
An ever increasing number of people are in fact looking for tourist choices and ways 
of spending their free time in more authentic experiences to improve their quality of life 
(Gregori et al., 2011; Paniccia et al., 2010b). Their holiday becomes a chance not only to 
appreciate the landscapes and pastimes of a place, but also to discover its history, heritage 
and customs, in order to increase their knowledge of local culture (Franch et al., 2008; 
Stebbins, 1996). 
The development of cultural tourism depends on two main factors: the changes in 
tourists’ customs and the growing awareness on behalf of operators about the cultural, 
social and economic relevance of enhancing cultural goods (McIntosh and Goeldner, 
1986; Van der Borg and Costa, 1995). The two aspects are somehow interdependent 
since the interest towards heritage is linked to the fact that more people take part in 
cultural events, visiting museums, galleries and living cultural experiences with ever 
greater participation. 
In Italy, the relation between culture and tourism is particularly noteworthy; Italian 
cultural heritage represents a distinctive resource for the whole country and an element of 
differentiation between regions. Cultural heritage assets are ideally suited to become 
tourist attraction for their unique features, which distinguish a destination’s traditions, 
cultural background and landscape (Minguzzi et al., 2007; Richards, 2002). 
The literature about the factors making attractions successful is limited, though. 
Concerning heritage asset, there are two main problems that can limit its enhancement 
and therefore its attractiveness. 
Firstly, cultural goods are not always available to be seen or visited; as pointed out by 
Pechlaner (2000, p.417) “A necessary prerequisite for the management of a destination 
with culture-touristic potential is the knowledge and correct evaluation of feasibility, also 
considering the fact that most monuments under preservation order, not just in Italy, are 
at least partly privately used or occupied.” The role of local administrations and cultural 
firms is here crucial not only in preserving heritage assets, but also in making them 
available to the public (Montella, 2009). 
Secondly, cultural heritage is a very differentiated pool of tangible and intangible 
resources, making it difficult to assess the integrated policies needed to manage it. 
However, the attractiveness of cultural-tourist destinations requires not only the simple 
participation of all stakeholders, but above all the integration of their interests and 
competences, aimed to create a tourist system with specific and distinctive features. 
The heterogeneity of cultural assets refers, on one hand, to the individual goods, like 
monuments, historical buildings, precious villages, paintings, performing arts, etc., and, 
on the other, to the interests and strategies of public and private firms, directly and 
indirectly involved in the management and enhancement of these goods. We can mention, 
for example, the territorial development policies carried out by local administrations, the 
strategies of cultural organisations (museums, galleries, etc.) which offer more and more 
differentiated «cultural packages» and, last but not least, the initiatives promoted by 
tourist firms improving the use of local cultural resources. 
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This paper aims to investigate the synergies between tourism and heritage. 
Particularly, our purpose is to show that heritage protection and enhancement can lead to 
tourism innovation, generating – like in the case here presented – new forms of 
hospitality. The hypothesis is that, if all actors within the tourist area acquire a systemic 
view in planning and implementing the activities – aimed to both enhance cultural goods 
and improve tourism innovations – their interdependence creates synergies able to 
produce value in a sustainable way. 
To verify our hypothesis, a case study approach is used. This methodology is 
appropriate for understanding complex phenomena and unfold processes within 
contextual situations (Eisenhardt, 2002; Yin, 2003), which in this research concerns the 
dynamics of inter-organisation relationships for destinations building and management 
(Bramwell and Lane, 2000; Dredge, 2006). Focusing on hospitality innovation, a 
particular type of hotel – named albergo diffuso – is analysed. It arises from heritage 
requalification, which makes attractive not only this kind of hotel but also its 
surroundings (Paniccia et al., 2010b; Silvestrelli, 2012). 
The paper is divided in three main parts. The first part explores the validity of 
network theory and service management studies as useful tools for understanding the 
dynamics within tourist destinations. The second analyses cultural heritage as a source 
for destination competitiveness, identifying some problems related to cultural goods 
exploitation and highlighting the role of services for improving cultural-tourist 
experiences. Finally, an empirical survey on the albergo diffuso is presented as an 
example of how the requalification of a historical village leads to territorial development 
and the creation of new forms of hospitality. 
2 Theoretical background 
Considering the tourist destination as a system of different operators and local resources, 
the network theory can be used as a lens to indentify the interrelations between firms and 
environmental factors within a destination and to comprehend how these relationships 
generate value and sustainability for all stakeholders. 
In tourism literature, two main streams of researches can be identified. The first one 
investigates the networked nature of relationships between public and private 
organisations and their influences on tourism policies (Dredge, 2010); the second one 
(that we intend to adopt as a theoretical background in this paper), examines the strategic 
dimension of firms’ network and how their relationships affect the competitiveness of 
tourist products, while generating synergies and profitability for all stakeholders (Dredge, 
2004, 2006; Halme and Fadeeva, 2000; Pavlovich, 2001; Tinsley and Lynch, 2001; Tyler 
and Dinan, 2001). 
More attention should be given to the way local actors shape networking structures 
and relations within tourist destinations; indeed, the implications of network building for 
tourism development and destination competitiveness need to be investigated more 
deeply. In this regard, Dredge (2006) highlights that networks can be seen as a 
mechanism to understand the dynamics in tourist product forming and to manage the 
complexity deriving from an increasingly networked world; however, the Author also 
emphasises the tensions and conflicts within networks so that, in some cases, 
collaborative relations and negotiations cannot take place. Other researches emphasise 
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the complication of defining networks at operational level since the interrelations’ 
intensity changes according to the variety of environmental factors (Marsh, 1998). 
Although these problems cannot be overlooked, our interest is towards those 
perspectives that highlight the importance of involving diverse stakeholders in the tourist 
destination building, emphasising not so much the difficulties, but the opportunities in 
promoting collective learning, capacity-building and sustainability arising from the 
cooperation (Bramwell and Lane, 2000; Jamal and Gets, 1999; Shih, 2006; Stevenson 
and Greenberg, 2000). 
Tourist destinations are geographical systems where local administrations, cultural 
organisations, tourist firms and tourists create a system of value through the integration  
of different but complementary firm-specific resources as well as environmental 
resources. This is consistent with the Viable System Approach (Barile and Polese, 2010; 
Golinelli et al., 2002) according to which value creation cannot be achieved 
autonomously by the firm, but is the result of the advantages deriving from both 
cooperating with other actors and exploiting economic and social resources of the 
environment (Cafferata, 2009). 
Cultural heritage can represent a significant source for tourist destination 
competitiveness and, at the same time, a great challenge for organisations entitled to 
safeguard and enhance cultural products within the territory. 
The interest towards cultural heritage responds to the needs of both public and private 
operators to find suitable management tools not only to evaluate the investments for 
heritage requalification, but also to define strategies for developing and enhancing 
cultural goods (Baumol and Bowen, 1966; Blaug, 2001; Hutter and Rizzo, 1997; 
Montella, 2012). In this regard, the use of traditional tools belonging to the economic 
disciplines can be a useful guideline for heritage management, but we must consider that 
the peculiarity of cultural goods is so high that greater flexibility in the application of the 
business management principles is required. 
Although the binomial tourism-culture is inseparable, it is hard to properly define the 
meaning of cultural tourism, because it consists of two elements – ‘culture’ and ‘tourism’ 
– which are in themselves difficult to define. Bonink and Richards (1992) identify two 
approaches to define cultural tourism. The first approach concentrates on analysing the 
typology of attractions visited by cultural tourist and it is related to the product-based 
definition of culture. The second approach is more conceptual and aims to describe the 
motive and meaning related to the cultural tourism activity. In these terms, the definition 
of cultural tourism is more process-based since it concerns different dimensions of 
travelling, where tourists learn about the history, customs, heritage and ways of living in 
a specific cultural place (McIntosh and Goeldner, 1986). 
The presence of cultural assets in a tourist destination doesn’t always represent  
the main factor of attractiveness, though. A number of recent studies highlights  
that cultural goods represent secondary attractions for the majority of so called ‘cultural 
tourists’; they visit places not so much with the aim of learning about destination’s 
heritage and traditions, but mainly for entertaining and enjoying their stay  
(McKercher, 2002; McKercher and du Cros, 2003; Richards, 2002; Silberberg, 1995). 
Teo and Yeoh (1997) argued that the sloppy use of culture for selling places can create 
conflicts among local stakeholders, particularly when cultural and historical products are 
promoted inappropriately by place marketers, providing unsatisfactory tourism 
experiences. 
   
 
   
   
 
   
   
 
   
   24 P. Silvestrelli    
 
    
 
 
   
   
 
   
   
 
   
       
 
Therefore, we cannot take for granted that all initiatives aimed to protect and promote 
cultural heritage have a positive economic and social impact on the territory and 
contribute to developing tourism sector. This can be achieved only if local 
administrations, cultural organisations and tourist firms co-evolve within the process of 
value creation, integrating their knowledge, skills and resources. In these terms, 
sustainability can be reached, which means respecting both environmental factors and 
stakeholders interests (Paniccia et al., 2010b). This emphasises the interdependent 
relationships between organisations and environment, where firms can follow a ‘virtuous’ 
path of growth through a dialectical and co-evolutionary adaptation with the environment 
(Cafferata, 2010; Hrebiniak and Joyce, 1985). 
Moreover, once a cultural-tourist destination is formed, it does not really offer 
‘products’ but mainly ‘services’ in order to make the tourist and cultural experience 
feasible. This view is consistent with the service-dominant logic (Vargo and Lusch, 2006) 
that highlights the significant role of services not only in improving the product quality, 
but also in allowing tourists to personalise the use of that product. By providing services 
suitable for differentiating ways of fruition, tourists form their personalised tourist 
experience and become co-producers in the process of value creation (Grönroos, 1994; 
Gummesson, 1995; Williams and Buswell, 2003). 
3 Cultural heritage as a distinctive resource for tourist destinations 
Cultural heritage is made up of both tangible factors (such as historic buildings and 
works of art) that belong to the ‘physical space’ of a territory, and intangible factors, 
related to history, culture and traditions, that express the identity of a geographical area. 
This means that cultural assets are valuable, rare, inimitable resources, hardly transferable 
and reproducible in other contexts, therefore organised in their specific environment and 
possible source for destination attractiveness. 
Cultural goods cannot be considered as relics of the past, but as a heterogeneous 
collection of historical memories, traditions and products, which define the ‘cultural 
richness’ of a destination (i.e., city, region or country), strengthening in this way the local 
identity (Kotler et al., 1993; Pechlaner et al., 2009). We note that, especially for the 
‘made in’ products of specific geographical areas, globalisation leads to fortifying local 
identity. This contributes to increase the social cohesion required to implement the 
successful governance of the territory. 
The tie between culture and territory is inseparable and implies several  
implications for tourist destinations. We can say that culture can be seen as an economic 
drive for the tourism sector and, at the same time, local government policies and  
tourist firms’ strategies can become instrumental to preserve and enhance cultural  
assets. Heritage value increases territory value: “The active conservation and 
stewardship of the natural resources allows a destination to increase its own  
attractiveness and to respond to the more sophisticated needs of the market” [Franch et 
al., (2008), p.8]. 
However, the interdependence between heritage enhancement and tourist destination 
doesn’t take place autonomously and we would make a mistake in taking it for granted. 
There are several issues that need to be pointed out in order to make the relationship 
heritage-tourism successful. In the following sections, some of these issues are argued. 
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3.1 The difficulty of defining the cultural heritage value 
Heritage exploitation for tourism development can increase cultural goods value, but it is 
important to investigate the dimensions of this value and the actors influencing the 
process of value creation. This is related to the difficulty in finding a comprehensive 
definition of heritage value, which lies within the dichotomy highlighted by several 
scholars about cultural value and economic value of heritage (Avrami et al., 2000;  
De La Torre, 2002; Klamer, 2002, 2003). 
The cultural value refers to the intrinsic features of a cultural asset that should be 
preserved and enhanced. Cultural value is inherently multidimensional, unsteady, 
contextualised, since linked to historical, spiritual, aesthetic and symbolic elements and, 
for this reason, not easily measured qualitatively nor quantitatively (Montella, 2012). It is 
fundamental to identify the single components of that value, in order to transform cultural 
goods in experiences accessible to those people who are interested in them. Use value – 
concerning “the direct valuation of the asset’s services by those who consume those 
services” [Throsby, (2002), p.103] – strengthens the immaterial dimension related to 
historical, cultural and symbolic meanings expressed by heritage. Cultural goods have 
thus also a social role since capable of performing ‘a service’ for the community. The 
value is not only economic, but also use-related that means dynamic, rather than a static 
value intrinsically inherent in the cultural asset (Golinelli, 2011). 
However, since the value is differently perceived and is expressed through the way 
the cultural good is ‘used’, it acquires economic value as a result of the interests of 
individuals and organisations (citizens, tourists, as well as museums, local 
administrations and tourist firms), which evaluate not only its cultural and social 
usefulness, but also its economic return (Blaug, 2001; Hutter and Rizzo, 1997). The 
economic value of heritage is linked to its use value and to all products and services 
needed to make it available to the public. This value emerges through different market 
exchanges, where there are, on one side, public institutions, cultural organisations and 
tourist firms that make the cultural product accessible and, on the other side, the locals 
and tourists who wish to benefit from it. Demand is therefore crucial, without ‘audience’ 
the cultural product does not exist [Tamma, (2010), p.32]. 
However, it would be limiting to determine cultural heritage’s value only on the basis 
of market transactions, since cultural goods cannot be measured through mere  
cost-opportunity calculations (costs for the museum, investments for cultural goods 
preservation, ticket price for tourists, etc.) (Montella, 2009). The ‘profitability’ of cultural 
heritage – seen as cultural capital – can be reached if cultural value joins with economic 
value, generating returns (Klamer, 2002; Throsby, 2003), i.e., respecting both heritage 
preservation and interests of all stakeholders involved in the enhancement process. 
Heritage value must therefore be searched not so much in the ‘content’ of each single 
asset, but within the integration between the diverse dimensions of value (economic as 
well as cultural) that each actor assigns to cultural goods. 
In this regard, several projects of heritage requalification have been carried out in 
Italy over the last decade. Renovation usually leads not only to enhance prestigious 
buildings and historic villages, but also to create new spaces suitable for recreational 
activities, handmade products manufacturing and tourism leisure. The value generated is 
multidimensional because it is the expression of different advantages that all stakeholders 
have achieved; this value concerns in fact the cultural and historical appreciation of the 
property (cultural value), the return for the local government (economic and social 
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value), implementation of manufacturing activities (economic value and 
entrepreneurship) and, finally, the creation of innovative spaces useful for events and 
shows, which increase the number of visitors and tourists (social value and development 
of tourism sector). 
Considering what has been said so far, the interdependence between heritage 
enhancement and tourist destination improvement cannot take place through single and 
sporadic market transactions; instead, it arises from the synergies of value, deriving from 
the system of relationships among local administrations, cultural organisations and tourist 
firms. Cultural capital is thus object of market transactions but it is also the medium of 
relationships between different operators. In this regard, value is a ‘relational concept’ 
[Pencarelli, (2011), p.34], which varies according not only to the diverse aims of 
individuals and firms, but also to the degree and intensity of their relationships. 
3.2 Limits to the exploitation of the national cultural heritage 
Italy is characterised by the world’s highest density of cultural assets, but most of them 
are not appropriately enhanced and connected to tourist offers for several reasons. 
Firstly, even if there is a massive presence of cultural goods, they are not 
concentrated in few destinations, but located within scattered clusters all over the entire 
Country. This shows the cultural richness of the territory but also the difficulties for 
Regional Boards, cultural organisations and tourist firms to exploit all the potentialities 
that cultural assets can offer. 
Secondly, there are many works of art, great artistic places, churches and historical 
buildings that – although culturally significant – are not well-known to the public, since 
not catalogued nor managed for their enhancement. In this regard, an interesting research 
on historic houses and castles highlights that “the majority of tourism organizations takes 
no special marketing measures to promote sites under conservation order; more than 
likely, they are included in general brochures or used for concerts” [Pechlaner, (2000), 
p.420]. 
Finally, many cultural goods are still in the state of simple resources, rather than 
complex products. Sometimes, they are not placed in any official catalogue nor properly 
inserted in tourist packages. In several cases, the problem is not the scarce interest of 
people towards heritage assets, but the lack of entrepreneurs willing to insert cultural 
elements in their tourist offers, overlooking the advantages that derive from heritage-
tourism binomial. 
The issues so far highlighted allow us to point out two main implications: 
1 the scarce integration between the policies aimed to enhance heritage and the 
activities designed to develop tourist destinations 
2 the lack of governance able to coordinate and/or implement plans of action addressed 
to the cultural assets as well as to the tourism sector. 
Concerning the implication n.1, integration can be achieved when operators and firms 
acquire a systemic view to improve the territories’ competitiveness, especially the ones 
with touristic and cultural potentialities (Bramwell and Lane, 2000; Della Corte and 
Micera, 2011; Pechlaner and Weiermair, 2000). This means thinking in terms of 
‘territorial system’, as a result of the combination of complementary and interdependent 
competences. Therefore, each innovation enhancing both heritage and tourist destination 
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depends not only on the exploitation of firm-specific resources, but also on the 
interdependence and synergies generated by the inter-organisational relationships taking 
place within the territory. We agree with Paniccia et al. (2010a), who highlight that 
successful innovations require a rational combination of knowledge and time 
management anchored to principles of responsibility and sustainability that are strictly 
connected to social, cultural and natural factors. 
In relation to the implication n.2, we need an actor able to coordinate and integrate 
new initiatives, aimed at exploiting the synergies between cultural assets enhancement 
and tourism development. Cultural organisations together with local administrations and 
Fine Arts Regional Boards are crucial in ensuring heritage protection. At the same time, 
enlightened entrepreneurs can also participate in the process of value creation, 
differentiating tourist offers, providing innovative hotel services and promoting new 
forms of hospitality. 
When firms and their environment co-evolve, generating a system of relationships 
based on the principle of reciprocity, the innovation processes enhance heritage and 
territory on one side, and give firms new opportunities to grow on the other (Cafferata, 
2009). This means that the co-evolution generates sustainability for all stakeholders, 
reconciling cultural value with economic value inherent to the interdependence between 
protecting heritage and promoting tourism innovation. 
3.3 Service innovation for improving the culture-tourism binomial 
In the tourism sector, firms must focus on quality and differentiated services in order to 
build long-term customer satisfaction, since tourism experience is composed of different 
complementary services that are supposed to correspond to specific quality standards 
(Grönroos, 1994; Gummesson, 1995; Williams and Buswell, 2003). 
Concerning heritage enhancement, the provision of differentiated services is required 
as well, since cultural goods are heterogeneous (from monuments to historic villages, 
antique books to works of art). Cultural organisations (like galleries and museums) do not 
offer material products but immaterial services. It would be misleading to confuse them 
(Montella, 2009). Cultural heritage is a public benefit and, therefore, addressed to citizens 
who, with a greater or lesser degree of artistic sensitivity, are interested in enjoying it. 
This means that demand as well as object of the offering already exists. The critical 
aspect concerns the ability to make those products ‘marketable’ through a system of 
services, designed to ‘capture’ the interest of as many individuals as possible. 
In these terms, we can say that cultural goods are ‘standardised’, because they are 
unique and directed to all people indistinctively; however, people have different ways to 
perceive, appreciate and memorise the cultural experience (for example, to see a painting) 
and therefore targeted policies are required to implement a pool of modular services that 
allows citizens and tourists to create their own customised cultural experience. The 
immateriality of heritage is thus expressed and enhanced thanks to the reception and 
fruition of customised services (Minghetti et al., 2001; Rentscheler and Gilmore, 2002). 
The strategies adopted by several cultural organisations in recent years are an 
example of innovation in service management. Museums, for example, are more and 
more oriented to develop differentiated services promoting heritage (Bradford, 1994), so 
that the offer is a compound of different tangible and intangible elements, which make 
the cultural asset an ‘augmented product’ (Kotler et al., 1993). These elements can regard 
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not only services like bookstores, cafeterias and parking, but also the tools used to attract 
visitors and tourists, so as to involve them in the process of cultural goods’ enhancement. 
Colours and lights used in exhibition rooms, readings and video clips – aimed to improve 
the comprehension and merchandising of works of art – are techniques used to make the 
cultural product more ‘visible’ and appreciated. In these terms, the museum becomes not 
only the ‘packaging’ of cultural goods, but mainly a place of cultural experience. 
The same thing can be said for prestigious buildings and historic villages renewed 
and used as hotels, where visitors are captured and involved in an multisensory 
environment and are part player, part spectator within the process of widening their 
culture. All facilities supplied enable people to ‘live’ and ‘experience’ cultural assets. 
From a customer experience point of view, marketing activities play a key role in 
creating useful services, able to define personalised solutions that gratify emotional and 
psychological expectations. 
The effectiveness of a cultural experience is defined not only by the ability of cultural 
organisations and tourist firms to create engaging and exciting offers, but also by the 
direct participation of visitors and tourists. They are actively involved, since they design 
their own cultural experience, thanks to a system of differentiated and modular services. 
We can say that the services provided to make cultural and tourist assets accessible to 
the public are able to differentiate both the ways of consumption and the supply of 
cultural and tourist goods (Silvestrelli, 2012). 
In conclusion, the quality of cultural-tourist experiences is a function of creativity and 
interaction of many actors, where the local suppliers are prominent (Della Corte and 
Micera, 2011; Pine and Gilmore, 1999). 
4 Synergies between heritage conservation and hospitality innovation: the 
«albergo diffuso» 
In the tourism sector, many entrepreneurs have implemented initiatives aimed at 
enhancing cultural heritage, improving cultural tourism on one side, and value for local 
stakeholders on the other. 
An emblematic example of how the requalification of a cultural asset can contribute 
to tourism innovation is the albergo diffuso. This innovative form of hospitality is 
typically ‘made in Italy’ and represents the result of a peculiar co-evolution between the 
firm and the environment (Hrebiniak and Joyce, 1985; Paniccia et al., 2010b). While the 
term ‘albergo’ stands for ‘hotel’, the term ‘diffuso’ means ‘diffuse’ or ‘spread out’, i.e., 
horizontally structured within the village, using different buildings and spaces suitable for 
hospitality services (Dall’Ara, 2010). 
The study here presented is part of a wider work on hospitality innovations in Italy, 
carried out within a National Research Project about management issues related to 
sustainability in tourism and destinations competitiveness. 
The research has identified 63 units of albergo diffuso in Italy, most of them located 
in the centre of the country, although there is a significant concentration of this type of 
hotel also in Sardegna, Friuli and Puglia Regions. In consideration of the fact that these 
hotels are placed within different structures, we have classified them in relation to their 
historical and architectural features. The survey shows that 19 hotels are old-fashioned 
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villas located in rural areas (like manor farms and mills), 13 are antique houses and 
precious buildings, and the remaining 31 are placed within historic villages. 
The fact that the albergo diffuso is usually located far away from urban areas doesn’t 
compromise its attractiveness; on the contrary, it enforces its distinctiveness. This 
contrasts with the findings of other scholars concerning small heritage attractions, where 
“physical remoteness, difficulty of access and a lack of other tourism facilities nearby 
present significant impediments to their ability to attract and retain visitors” [McKercher 
and Ho, (2006), p.483]. 
The peculiarity of this type of hotel certainly derives from the natural presence of 
distinctive cultural and architectural features; however, the role of entrepreneurs, local 
administrations and real estate firms has been fundamental to enhance the cultural value 
of that heritage and improve the attractiveness of the surrounding territory. The 
investments which were made in Italy show that all actors had to demonstrate both 
sensitivity in capturing the peculiarity of cultural assets and ability in taking the 
opportunity to create new forms of hospitality, using the spaces of antique buildings and 
structures. The albergo diffuso is not just a hotel, but a project able to enhance the history 
and culture of an entire area (Paniccia et al., 2010a, 2010b; Silvestrelli, 2012). 
The enhancement of manor farms, antique buildings and historical villages is the 
result of the combination of innovation processes regarding both the product (the cultural 
good that becomes a hotel) and the services offered (like overnight stay, restaurant, 
pastimes, shopping, etc.), making the hotel a very attractive context of experience for 
tourists. For this reason, we can say that the albergo diffuso is a virtual service network, 
i.e., a system of organisations that have to integrate their competences in order to create 
an attractive pool of cultural and tourist services. 
Tourists can enjoy a ‘cultural immersion’ in the albergo diffuso and live their own 
personalised and authentic experience in the environment surrounding the village. The 
hospitality experience is therefore very dynamic, since guests become co-producers in the 
ongoing process of supplying the hotel service and customise their holidays according to 
their interest and cultural sensitivity. The hotel becomes a cultural heritage place 
[Tamma, (2010), p.31], where the service takes the shape created by the interaction 
between the guest and the environment. History, traditions and culture can be lived 
through differentiated services aimed at creating a peculiar and multidimensional ‘space 
of experience’ for guests. In these terms, the albergo diffuso is a cultural product; it 
represents the fruition experience of an artistic expression that connects actors who, in 
different ways, contribute to building the value of a specific asset. This process is 
modular and the final product (the hotel) is the result of the variety and variability 
expressed by the producers of the service and its guests. 
Unlike traditional hotels, the albergo diffuso can be also considered as a tourist 
destination, since it satisfies not only hospitality needs, but also cultural interests and 
entertainments. It is an attractive place where the potentiality for providing tourists with 
products and services depends on specific resources targeted to specific segments of 
demand. The compound offer is, in fact, organised so that guests can participate actively 
in its enhancement. The differences in perceiving and appreciating historic buildings and 
their surroundings enable each guest to make his/her own personal tourism experience. 
This makes such destinations versatile and varying in relation to the specific tourist 
sensitivity towards cultural goods. 
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5 Conclusions 
This paper investigated the relationships between heritage requalification and tourism 
development, with particular regard to hospitality innovation. 
Cultural assets are a significant factor of attraction for a territory, being able to 
generate economic development for local communities as well as tourist firms. However, 
cultural significance alone provides an insufficient base to promote heritage assets as 
tourism products. In order to exploit the heritage-tourism binomial, all actors involved in 
the process of value creation need to acquire a systemic view of managing and enhancing 
tourist areas. The competitiveness of a destination is based on the ability of organisations 
to integrate their resources, creating synergies of knowledge and skills useful for 
improving the cultural and tourist area. 
The interdependence between heritage enhancement and tourism development takes 
place through a dialectical process of cooperation among different entities: territory 
(culture, history, and traditions), social organisations (hotels, local authorities and service 
suppliers) and tourists. All these entities co-evolve within inter-systemic relationships, 
generating new value for the social system. 
The network theory is useful to interpret interrelations between firms within tourist 
destinations. However, further study needs to be done in order to identify appropriate 
investigating methods to better understand the network dynamics, with particular regard 
to those aimed at improving the heritage-tourism binomial. 
Italian cultural-tourist destinations hold a strong position at international level. 
Although Italy remains one of the world’s most attractive areas, there is still scarce 
integration between tourist organisations in promoting tourist offerings, especially 
concerning the cultural destinations and the innovative forms of hospitality. 
The albergo diffuso represents an example of how a virtuous integration can take 
place. Although the formula springs out of an entrepreneur’s business idea, which 
represents the key factor for local tourism development, this entrepreneurial initiative is 
able to drag many other organisations (such as Fine Art Regional Boards, cultural 
organisations, tour operators and, last but not least, the citizens living in the territory) 
through creating marketable tourist products. This is why the albergo diffuso represents a 
significant model of hospitality innovation, as it conjugates the different stakeholders’ 
interests, addressing them towards initiatives aimed at both enhancing heritage and 
developing the destination’s attractiveness. 
Further investigation deserves the fact that the albergo diffuso are different in terms 
of location, historic value and hospitality services; therefore, they own a different degree 
of attractiveness for tourists. The requalification of rural villas and ancient buildings is 
noteworthy from a cultural point of view; however, these types of real estate should not 
be considered as tourist destinations, since they supply mainly accommodation without 
any other service generally found in historic villages. 
Even though the Italian national regulations include rural hotels as well as historic 
villages in the typology of albergo diffuso, further research should be undertaken in order 
to analyse more deeply the differences among these hotels in terms of tourism 
development. We aim at investigating in the future the factors that have shaped the 
development of this new form of hospitality as well as the institutional and political 
contexts that frame the planning and management of the tourism activity. 
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